Testosterone and chemosensory detection in male Syrian hamster.
Gonadal steroids stimulate both sexual motivation and performance. However, steroid facilitation of appetitive sexual behavior is poorly understood. The present study determined if castration impairs chemosensory detection in male hamsters. Chemosensory cues are the principal sensory modality to initiate mating in this species. We compared LiCl-induced conditioned taste avoidance to female hamster vaginal secretion (FHVS) in gonad-intact and castrated males. Following overnight water deprivation, males received FHVS for 15 min, followed by LiCl (2 ml of 0.15 M) or saline ip. The next day, fluid consumption in a two-bottle choice test was recorded for 5.5 h. Pairings were repeated 4x. Initially, discrimination of FHVS from estrous females (10 or 100 microg/ml) was compared with plain water. Subsequently, we determined if males could distinguish FHVS from Syrian vs. Djungarian females or from estrous vs. anestrous females. When 100 microg/ml FHVS was paired with saline, all gonad-intact and 86% of castrated males preferred FHVS over water. However, when 100 microg/ml FHVS was paired with LiCl, the preference was reversed: 12.5% of intact males and 25% of castrates preferred FHVS (P < 0.05 vs. saline pairing). When exposed to 10 microg/ml FHVS, neither gonad-intact nor castrated males expressed conditioned taste avoidance, suggesting that 10 microg/ml FHVS is below the threshold for detection. Comparing discrimination of FHVS from Syrian and Djungarian females, only castrated males developed a significant conditioned taste avoidance to Syrian FHVS paired with LiCl. While 71% of castrated males preferred Syrian FHVS after saline pairing, only 12.5% of castrates preferred Syrian FHVS after pairing with LiCl (P < 0.05). In gonad-intact males, 57% preferred Syrian FHVS after saline pairing, while 14% preferred Syrian FHVS following LiCl pairing (P > 0.05). Neither gonad-intact nor castrated males successfully discriminated between FHVS from estrous and anestrous females. These data demonstrate that castrated males perform as well as gonad-intact males in a test of LiCl-induced conditioned taste avoidance. Therefore, it is unlikely that steroids enhance detection of sexually relevant chemosensory cues.